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Eleven 

This is Dek Unu Magazine In Esperanto, dek unu means 
"eleven." Eleven Images from a single artist. Eleven artists in 
eleven solo issues each year. 

Dek Unu publishes the work of a new photoartist in each issue. The 
artist's work and words are featured alone and in individual focus as 
the sole purpose for each issue of the magazine. Unlike other arts 
and letters magazines which might look for work from a variety of 
artists to support an editorial staff's theme, at Dek Unu, theme and 
imagery are always each artist's own. 

This Month 

Although the Vietnam-American conflict ended in 1975, and 
although there are now a couple of generations for whom the 
history has no special significance, reflections of the war and 
its impact on its participants continue to appear in politics, 
literature, and the fine arts. Like many others, Australian 
photo-artist Barry Cheeseman had no idea, as an infantryman 
in Vietnam in 1968, that he would return to the country many 
times to make art from his admiration of the country, the 
culture, and, especially, its common people. To those who 
remember only the American side of the conflict, as well as to 
those whose memory begins decades later, Cheeseman 
presents these unposed, black and white images of the people 
and daily life in today’s Vietnam, images in which it is very 
possible to see reflections of yesterday’s Vietnam as well. 



Anguish 


This image was captured on the streets of Hoi An, an extremely popular tourist destination in central Vietnam. 

Walking along, I noticed this lady ahead of me crouching on the pavement Her expression was one that I had 
dreamed of capturing for quite some time, so I continued along the street adjusting my camera, looking in 
every other direction so as not to alert her nor draw her attention until I was ready. 

On closing the distance between us, I brought the camera up to my eye but realized she was turned slightly 
away from me. Knowing the noise my camera shutter makes, I took one shot Luckily, she heard the noise and 
turned towards me enabling me to capture this image. I only achieved two shots of her as the expression 
quickly disappeared. 







Stoicism 


This and the previous image have been my most awarded international images, captured once again in 
Hoi An as I was sitting alone on a cafe porch enjoying a quiet beer. I noticed this lady approaching down 
the street I quickly set my camera up and laid it on the table in front of me. I had noticed that she often 
stopped and peered into the cafes as she passed. Luckily, she did so right in front of me. 

Throughout my touring of Vietnam, I have always taken printed images back on following trips to seek out 
and present those images to people previously photographed. Unlike the previous lady, I did find this subject 
The photo drew quite an amused reaction from her as I believe it was the only picture 
that she had of herself. 








Hardship 


As well as leading tours, I have often traveled through the mountainous regions of Vietnam bordering on China 
with just my dose friend, Cong Nguyen, as translator and guide. With his great understanding of local dialects, 
we were often invited into couples' meager dwellings to sit and hear their life stories. 

This relatively young couple's story is one of such hardship that it touched the heartstrings and made me realize 
their plight and feel humble in front of people such as these. My friend and I sat with them for quite some time 
and I think, in the end, it may have been a blessing for them that some foreigner would take time out simply 
to be with them and listen. 

With only bare utensils to carve out their existence, and, of course, no electricity in their home, this image was 
lit only by sunlight coming through the open doorway. 
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Winter Chill 


People often think of Vietnam as being a sub-tropical/tropical climate of hot and sticky days and balmy 
nights. Yes, it can be all that but in many regions, it can also be quite cold. I have even experienced snow 
in the far north on my trips. 

This elderly lady was photographed in the street of a very small village within a day's drive of Hanoi. She 
was venturing out to the local markets as many Vietnamese do once or twice daily since many do not have 
refrigeration. Almost all Vietnamese enjoy fresh produce which is readily available at their local markets. 

In my portrait photography, I always try to capture the essence of a person's personality or soul, if you like. 
When I post-process these images, I often wish I had spent more time with them to learn even more of 
their story. 












Evening Meal 


I had photographed this lady on one or two previous occasions. She lives in the small village of Ban Pho, 
a short walking distance from the township of Bac Ha in northern Vietnam. Bac Ha has expanded enormously 
since my first visit and its popular Sunday Market now attracts a hoard of tourists from nearby Sapa. Many 
of the ethnic minority groups come from the surrounding mountains, dressed in traditional costumes, to 
purchase anything and everything they need. It is also a social gathering for many. 

I was invited into this lady's humble home as she prepared a meal for her family and, while my good friend 
Nguyen engaged her in conversation, I maneuvred to a position where the light from a hole in the roof lit 
her face. The camera was hand-held, supported against the hut's central pole, with a very slow shutter speed. 






Tenacity 


As you can see by my portraits, I am fascinated with the facial features of our fellow human beings. 

This gentleman is a blacksmith, working with quite basic tools in a small village north of Sapa in northern 
Vietnam. I had just presented him with an image of himself taken on a previous visit and he showed just 
utter amazement checking that it was actually his own image with a cut-off piece of tin he used as a mirror. 

What amazed me was how he was able to use his limited tools to build and repair essential items for 
surrounding farmers. His work was extraordinary. 

This image has been processed in both camera raw and Photoshop using a method known as the 
Dragan Effect 








Inquisitive 


No matter where you live, kids are always inquisitive when something new is around. 

We stopped to chat with this family while walking through the village of Ban Pho, near Bac Ha, northern 
Vietnam. The attention had been on the mother cracking nuts with the hammer until the kids saw the camera 
with a large lens and this stranger squatting down in front of them to capture the image. 

I just loved the expression on their faces. 

I enjoy the use of black and white in my portrait images. Every day we see things in color and it is not until 
presented with a black and white image that we see beyond the initial image and look at things differently. 





Tobacco Sampling 


Although it could be mistaken for something else in the pipe, a popular sight at almost all Vietnam country 
markets is the testing/tasting of tobacco before one makes a purchase. 

As a photographer, if given the chance, I will often sit and observe before attempting to capture an image. 
Here, I looked at several different angles, light directions and positions as the Vietnamese, both men and 
women, tried each different tobacco sample on offer at this vendor's stall at the Bac Ha Sunday country 
markets, northern Vietnam. 

Once I decided upon a shooting position, it was mere|y a matter of waiting for the right person and moment 
to press the shutter and capture the image. I had positioned myself so, as the exhaled, smoke would be drawn 
away from the face by the small breeze in the markets. 





Meal Time 


I have traveled on several occasions with my good friend and guide, Nguyen, traversing the northern mountain 
regions of Vietnam bordering on China and living at times with the local inhabitants as we traveled. 

The conditions under which some Vietnamese families live never ceased to amaze me. But no matter what 
the conditions were, we were always welcomed into their homes to share tea and have a chat 

Here in the highlands, we see mother and child at mealtime. The slabs of timber do little to block out the cold 
winter winds that flow through these highland areas. Meat is hung above an open fire to smoke and preserve, 
while washing is hung nearby to dry. 

Once again, I have relied on camera position and natural light to create this image. 














Cheeky 


I love the Vietnamese sense of humor. Here in Hoi An, this local lady was selling whistles. She had seen me 
many times pass by and I'm sure she knew that I was after an image of her. When I raised the camera, she 
would just poke her tongue at me. I never got a shot without the tongue being poked at me. 

For people visiting Vietnam, Hoi An is on top of the list of places to visit and I have stayed there on many 
occasions. I was lucky in meeting one of the local professional photographers, Kiet who would transport 
me before dawn on the back of his motorbike to either the countryside to photograph the local inhabitants 
of Hoi An or the two of us would board a small boat to capture the enormous fishing nets that are lowered 
and then raised in the river and inlets surrounding Hoi An. 










The Stare 


Again in Hoi An, this gent was sitting by an open window in his family's business. I asked permission of his 
daughter to photograph him as he sat, but I'm quite sure that he was not too pleased about his daughter's 
giving me permission to do so. 

His expression and the stare never changed throughout the entire time required for me to take a couple 
of images. 

Although I had been in Vietnam during the Vietnam-American conflict it is my visits since 2007 which have 
led me to appreciate the Vietnamese people, their culture, and their country.l am truly grateful that I can 
display my vision through my photography. 









Artist Interview - Barry Cheeseman 

Welcome, Barry... Stunning portraits! You were in the American- 
Vietnamese conflict as a conscript in the Australian Army. 

I was selected by ballot (lottery) based on birthdays, the govern¬ 
ment's system for raising a force for Vietnam. I served the Australian 
Army as a National Serviceman in the infantry (A Company 9th Royal 
Australian Regiment) for a period of two years, serving 12 months in 
Vietnam. The Battalion was based in Nui Dat : Vietnam, from 
November, 1968. to December, 1969. 

What was your perspective on the conflict going in? 

I was young and naive and I did not really understand the Australian 
involvement. 

During? 

I felt some empathy for the innocent, but did not know who really 
were the innocent 

Coming out? 

I wondered whether the loss of life on both sides was worth the final 
outcome of the conflict. 

You credit your wife for encouraging you to go back to look 
for some "closure." 

My experiences in Vietnam during the conflict played on my mind. 
Although I knew no Vietnamese people upon my departure in 1969, 

I now have many Vietnamese friends after touring the country since 
2007. 

These portraits are unposed, yet they have the same "presence" 
as carefully-staged studio work. How do you do it? 

I have always believed that a successful photographer needs to 
have a great understanding of light, i.e its direction and intensity 
together with its color temperature and how it falls on the subject All 
of the images in this portfolio have been captured using only 
natural light. All are unposed, captured mostly in the street or field. 
Some are quick, instant, one- or two-shots, and others come from 


a burst of rapid shots. If possible, whenever I see a subject in the 
street I try to position myself so as to remove as much 
background interference as possible before taking the shot. 

Since I’m always touring, I don’t often have the opportunity to 
revisit the location to gain a better shot of the subject. Basically, I 
get only one quick opportunity for a shot and sometimes use 
post-production to enhance the final outcome. 

Unlike the subjects in so many candids, yours seem to see 
past the camera. How do work with them to get to that point? 
I enjoy trying to capture the real person, the soul, if you like, of 
my subjects. As previously mentioned, these images are 
unposed. On most occasions, I am not close to the subject and, 
although they are usually aware of my presence, they are not 
fixed on what I am doing. I mostly use my 80-200mm lens which 
enables me to shoot from the desired distance without crowding 
the subject. _ 



How did you get started in photography? 

A friend suggested I take up photography as “stress relief from 
my position as the CEO of a financial institution. This led to some 





studies involving photography, local camera club membership, and, 
then, to my starting a photography business concentrated on 
portraiture and becoming an accredited professional photographer. 
In 2007,1 began leading photo tours throughout Vietnam. 

Many photographers remember their first "decent" photo. 

Do you remember one that persuaded you to stick with it as 
more than "stress relief?" 

Yes, it was an image that I had taken of a fast-moving stream in a 
plantation forest in New Zealand I had processed and printed the 
film image in my home darkroom and it won the Grand Champion 
award at the annual Brisbane (Queensland) Agricultural Show 
(EKKA). It was my first entry into a photographic competition. 

Is there formal fine art training other than photography in 
your background? Printmaking? Drawing and Painting? Art 
History? 

My father was a 'Ticket Writer.” Before there were computers, all 
price tags, signs, displays, etc. that you saw in shop windows were 
done by hand I used to spend my very young days with him, sitting 
at the end of the table, drawing and painting while he worked At a 
later stage, while I was still at school, I was fortunate to sell some of 
my oil paintings. I have also dabbled in a few other arts including 
pottery and leadlight glass making. 

How does your work as a teacher and leader of Vietnam photo 
tours work? Is there a typical tour program, structure, and 
curriculum? Or do you wing it, based on your clients’ prefer¬ 
ences? 

On my first visit after the conflict, I was lucky to meet a very 
professional Vietnamese lady, Alice Do, who worked in the 
tourism industry in Ho Chi Minh City. I would research locations 
throughout Vietnam where I thought a group of photographers 
would be able to capture the beauty, the character, and the 
lifestyle of the Vietnamese people during a 21-25 day tour of the 
country Alice would then do the logistics side of the tour and 


to ensure that all would fit together well when my group got to 
Vietnam. I had four regular guides / translators working with me : 
one for the south, two for central, and one for northern Vietnam. 



Small groups? 

Group size was restricted to a maximum of 12-14 people This 
enabled comfortable vehicle transport for the group and luggage, 
as well as being small enough to allow us to get off the regular 
tourist routes into the countryside. Our size allowed us to stop the 
vehicle almost anywhere and go into the fields or villages. The 
tours started in the south, visiting the Mekong Delta area, moved 
through lower, central, and upper Vietnam to Hanoi. Next, we 
traveled to stops in the northern mountain regions bordering on 
China. 


Finally, before departing for home, time would be spent on a junk on 
Ha Long Bay Once again, because of group size we would occupy 
the entire junk to travel as we wished throughout the Bay. 

As a teacher, you are constantly asked to criticize other 
photographers’ work. Are you easy-going, broadminded? Or 
are you a tough sell? 

I feel that to supply a critique to a person’s work, you need to look at 
their presentation and view the impact, the story and the techniques 
used by the maker as a whole. One needs to be honest, but in a 
manner that is encouraging and certainly not condemning of the 
work. After all, an assessment of an image or piece of art is purely a 
subjective point of view. 



SBarry Cheeseman 


Is there a “message” or words of wisdom that you try to convey 
to your students? 

I focus on two factors Firstly: It does not matter the price tag or the 
amount or size of your photographic equipment What does matter is 
that you understand what it can do for you by reading thoroughly and 
understanding the equipment’s manual Secondly: Images are 
merely the reflection of light bouncing off the objects within your 
picture frame It is important to have a full understanding of light to 
improve your photography. 




What is the best piece of advice that you’ve received about 
the art and craft of photography? 

There are many people who take a photo to look at; there are far 
fewer people who can look and see a photo to take. 

What cameras do you use? Lights? Set-ups? Post¬ 
production software? lndispensibles?Tricks of the trade? 

I am a long-time Nikon user, having progressed through the 
professional level of film cameras to the professional level of 
digital cameras I have not updated for a while so my current 
cameras are Nikon D3 and Nikon 800E 

My lenses are varied For portraiture I mostly use a 80-200mm 
f/2.8 or 24-70mm f/2.8 or an 85mm f2.8 prime. My other lenses 
cover focal lengths from 14mm - 600mm. Since I have closed 
my studio to do the Vietnam tours, I do not use studio light so 
much anymore; but, when I use artificial light, I concentrate now 
on speedlights with various light control adaptors attached My 
images are first archived and then processed in Lightroom. When 
post production is necessary I use a combination of Lightroom 
and Photoshop 

How about mentor(s), influence(s), game-changers, or 
pivotal career moments? 

I have always admired the portrait photography of Steve 
McCurry after picking up a copy of his Phaidon edition of portraits 
at a second-hand book sale A game-changer for me was the 
recognition of my Vietnam images in 2008 by the Vietnamese 
Government with the help of the past Vietnamese Consul 
General to Australia, Vu Hong Nam. Two pivotal moments come 
to mind. I achieved 2nd Place in the International Black and 
White Spider Awards in Portraiture and I was invited to become a 
“Chevalier Academicien” of the Mondial Art Academia, based in 
France. 

Anyone In the past who deserves an "I told you so?" 

Yes. but no. Ha, hal 


What's up next on your agenda? 

Although I have produced two limited edition books on Vietnam, I 
have this year started on the preparation of a new book containing 
approximately 100 portraits of the Vietnamese people captured 
during my eight years of touring the country. I am, of course, open 
to hearing from any publisher interested in supporting the next book! 

Although I have received many requests for another photo tour of 
Vietnam, there is not one planned at the moment. To contact me 
for more information about future tours, please use the email 
address provided in my contact information. 



SB a try Cheeseman 


More locally, I currently coach several photographers in the art of 
portrait photography here on the Sunshine Coast, Queensland, 
Australia. 

I am also one of the two nominated photographers to be engaged 
on a casual basis for a new portrait photography business, here 
on the Sunshine Coast, that is in the process of being established 















Thanks very much, Barry. How can we stay in touch? 

Please contact me at: 

barry [at] mystiqueofimages [dot] com [dot] au - Email 

https://mystiqueofimages. -Website 

www.facebook com/barrvcheeseman.77 -Facebook 

www.insta a ram.com/barrvcheeseman.' -Instagram 

www.insta a ram com. vietnamportraits/ 
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